Zelizer suggests that Mr. Johnson deserves credit less for steamrolling bills through "a recalcitrant Congress" than for "taking advantage of extremely good legislative conditions when they emerged."
The "liberal hour" during which The Great Society was born, he argues, was characterized by political pressure from progressive grass-roots interest groups and social movements and huge Democratic majorities in the House (295 Democrats and 140 Republicans) and Senate (68 Democrats and 32 Republicans) in 1965 and 1966. Political context does, indeed, matter. And the Democratic landslide of 1964, which brought to Washington the most liberal class of elected officials in decades, clearly greased the wheels for Mr.
Johnson's Great Society.
Less clear (in the 1960s and in 2015), however, and virtually impossible to measure, is the impact of public opinion and grass-roots activity on the votes of politicians.
Indeed, in the extent to which it transformed Capitol Hill (through sit-ins, protest marches, petitions by church members and leaders, and the mass media attention these activities generated) and paved the way for legislation mandating an end to racial discrimination in public accommodations and voting, the civil rights movement may well be more the exception than the rule.
Significant external pressure was not much in evidence as congressmen and senators decided to vote yea or nay on other signature Great Society measures. And, as Mr. Zelizer points out, the most well-organized interest groups denounced Medicare and Medicaid as socialized medicine.
As he surveys lawmaking in the "fabulous" 88th and 89th Congresses, Mr. Zelizer reminds us how quickly the window closed on Lyndon Johnson and his liberal allies. The war in Vietnam -and the "credibility gap" that accompanied it -took a toll on the president's popularity (his job approval fell to 39 percent in 1968) and emboldened his critics.
The election of 1966, as midterms are wont to do, went against the political party of the sitting president. Zelizer suggests, should command the attention of all "president-centric" historians -and the political pundits who think that Barack Obama can break the partisan gridlock in Congress by simply emulating the "treatment" employed by our nation's 36th president.
